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Although Alvaro Arzu, presidential candidate for the right-wing Partido de Avanzada Nacional
(PAN), easily won first place in Guatemala's general elections, he failed to win an absolute majority
of the votes, forcing him into a runoff election on Jan. 7 against Alfonso Portillo of the Frente
Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG). Portillo is the hand-picked candidate of retired Gen. Efrain Rios
Montt, the founder and undisputed leader of the FRG, and Portillo's impressive showing in the
first round is generally attributed to Rios Montt's backing. As a result, the runoff elections are now
universally seen as a contest between Arzu and the general, who will likely emerge as the power
behind the throne if the FRG wins in the second round.
On Nov. 14, with more than 60% of the ballots counted, the Supreme Electoral Tribunal (Tribunal
Supremo Electoral, TSE) announced partial results for the Nov. 12 general elections, which
contested the president's chair, 80 seats in the country's unicameral Congress, 300 of the nation's 330
mayoralties, and 20 seats in the Central American Parliament (see NotiSur, 09/29/95 and 11/10/95).
In the presidential vote, the PAN's Alvaro Arzu who had been leading in all public opinion polls
before the elections easily took first place, with about 37% of the valid ballots cast. Portillo took
second place with nearly 22% of the votes, far behind Arzu but much more than pre-election polls
had indicated he would receive.
In third place was Alianza Nacional candidate Fernando Andrade, who ran on the ticket of a threeparty coalition that included the Democracia Cristiana Guatemalteca (DCG), the Union del Centro
Nacional (UCN), and the Partido Social Democrata (PSD). Andrade won about 13% of the votes. The
candidate for the leftist Frente Democratico Nueva Guatemala (FDNG), Jorge Gonzales, took fourth
place with nearly 8% of the votes. Finally, Acisclo Valladares of the Partido Libertador Progresista
(PLG) took fifth place with about 5% of the votes.
None of the remaining 14 presidential candidates who participated in the elections won more
than 4% of the votes. Those candidates represented a total of 18 different parties. According to
Guatemalan electoral laws, they could all lose their legal party status since they took less than
the 4% of the votes needed for a party to retain official recognition. If any one party wins a seat
in Congress, however, then that organization would remain registered with the TSE, but most of
the parties are expected to dissolve after the elections. Although the official makeup of the new
Congress will not be known until final results are in, based on the preliminary ballot count it
appears the PAN will take at least 40 of the 80 legislative seats, which would give it near command of
Congress but not majority control.
PAN will also take at least 10 of the 20 seats in the Central American Parliament that were
contested in the elections, plus more than 100 mayoralties. The FRG is expected to take at least 18
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congressional seats. For its part, the FDNG will receive at least eight seats, with two well-known
human rights activists Nineth de Garcia and Rosalina Tuyuc winning FDNG representation in
Congress, a first in Guatemalan history. Most of the remaining legislative seats will go to the Alianza
Nacional. The Alianza will then divide its deputy posts among the three parties that made up
that coalition. Not surprisingly, PAN easily won the mayor's chair in the capital, where some 2
million of Guatemala's 10.5 million population is located. PAN has controlled the Guatemala City
mayoralty since 1986, when Alvaro Arzu won the mayor's chair and served until 1990, when he ran
for president.
Since 1990, PAN's Oscar Berger has been mayor, and Berger has now been elected to a second term,
giving PAN nearly a 15-year reign in Guatemala City, the largest and most populated urban center
in Central America. In fact, in the first hours that the TSE began to count the vote, it appeared PAN
might win the presidential elections in the first round, since Arzu was leading the race in the capital
with more than 60% of the votes, and the Guatemala City ballots were the first votes tabulated.
Nevertheless, Arzu won a much lower percentage in the countryside, substantially reducing PAN's
national-level tally and forcing him into the runoff election with the FRG's Portillo.
Portillo clearly rode to second place on the resounding popularity of Gen. Rios Montt, who
ironically commands his largest following in the rural conflict zones where he led a massive
counterinsurgency campaign in the early 1980s. Rios Montt was the de facto head of state for a
military government that ruled the country from March 1982-August 1983, during which time the
army carried out a massive offensive against the guerrillas' rural base of support in Indian highland
communities. A minimum of 40,000 people were killed during Rios Montt's onslaught, and possibly
up to 80,000, according to calculations based on official statistics that were compiled by the Supreme
Court in 1985 on orphans left behind by the violence. The general spurs passionate, extremist
reactions of love and hate among the Guatemalan population. Those who support him remember
Rios's iron-fisted government that restored "law and order" to the country, while those who oppose
him accuse him of leading the Western Hemisphere's worst campaign of human rights abuse in
recent history.
The general's fundamentalist Christian beliefs also divide the population into ardent supporters and
opponents, with the evangelical community which approaches 40% of the population widely lining
up behind Rios and the Catholic community exercising caution. Rios was widely expected to be the
FRG's presidential candidate this year. But in July, the TSE barred the general from participating
in the race because of a constitutional clause that prohibits anyone who came to power in a coup
d'etat from ever again occupying the president's chair (see NotiSur, 08/11/95). Portillo was Rios's
hand-picked successor for the FRG's presidential nomination, and the party based its campaign
since August on the slogan, "Portillo for president, Rios Montt to rule." Thus, Portillo's impressive
showing at the polls is universally explained as a vote for Rios Montt, and the runoff will be seen as
a referendum on the general, who will admittedly be the power behind the throne if Portillo wins
the presidency. "For me it's an honor to have been chosen as the substitute presidential candidate
for the person who has been the principal political leader in this country during the past 20 years,"
said Portillo. "If we win the elections in the second round, men with the stature of Gen. Rios will
govern with me. He and others like him will be close collaborators and advisors in the government."
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The outcome of the runoff election will in part depend on the electoral alliances that form for the
second round. Although Arzu has said he will not seek formal backing from any of the other parties,
the PAN's poor showing in rural areas may encourage Arzu to enter into negotiations with the
Alianza Nacional to benefit from the impressive party apparatus commanded by the DCG and UCN
in rural areas. The FDNG has said it would not form any alliances for the second round, but rather
leave its supporters free to vote as they choose. Nevertheless, in private, FDNG leaders have told
many journalists that they may well opt to back the PAN to avoid a triumph by Rios Montt at the
polls, which the FDNG believes would seriously jeopardize peace negotiations with the country's
guerrilla organizations, grouped in the Unidad Nacional Revolucionaria Guatemalateca (URNG).
Although formal links to the URNG are denied by the FDNG, the URNG is widely believed
to be closely connected to that party, which campaigned on a platform that promised to make
negotiations to end the war the central goal of an FDNG government. Meanwhile, although an
estimated 50% of the eligible electorate participated in the elections representing a substantial drop
in abstention compared with other recent ballots the polling on election day was marred by violence
in a few areas, and by charges of fraud by some of the parties. Angry voters rioted in at least 10
municipalities where losing candidates accused election officials of vote tampering. Also, early in the
morning of Nov. 12, a heavily armed hit squad sprayed machine-gun fire at the offices of the UN's
human rights mission (MINUGUA) in the capital, where some 35 foreign election observers were
preparing to leave for the day to monitor polling places around the country.
The most serious anomaly, however, occurred after the polls closed on Nov. 12. As the TSE began
the vote count and ballots were being packed up to be shipped from municipalities throughout the
country to the capital where the TSE has its center of operations, an electricity blackout suddenly
affected 90% of the national territory for a period of 90 minutes, forcing the TSE to interrupt the
vote count. The government says the blackout was caused by a tree that fell on one of the country's
central electricity lines, but most parties have expressed skepticism. The FDNG says it has placed
its party machine on a "state of alert" to protest the election results pending a satisfactory official
explanation for the blackout. In the meantime, suspicion reigns that the blackout may have been
deliberately provoked to tamper with the ballots in favor of Arzu, who is widely regarded as
the preferred candidate of the army's "institutionalist" faction, which controls the military high
command. "It's been months since an electricity blackout has affected Guatemala, and all of sudden
the lights go out right on the day of the elections as the votes are being counted," said the FRG's
Portillo. "It wasn't the Holy Spirit who knocked out the lights." (Sources: Agencia Centroamericana
de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 11/08/95, 11/10/95; Inter Press Service, 11/08/95, 11/10/95,
11/11/95, 11/13/95; Deutsche Presse Agentur, 11/12/95, 11/13/95; Agence France- Presse, 11/07-10/95,
11/12-14/95; Reuter, 11/09/95, 11/11- 14/95; New York Times, 11/15/95, 11/17/95)
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